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ABSTRACT 

This study used a longitudinal qualitative approach 
to study children 1 s acquisition of scripts for school learning in New 
Zealand. Participating in the study were four boys and four girls, 5 
years of age. Children were observed in regular class activities in 
their first term in a new entrant classroom and 1 year later. 

Informal and semi~s tructured interviews were conducted to elicit 
children's perceptions of learning tasks. The theoretical constructs 
of scripts, metacognition, and peer scaffolding provided the 
theoretical framework for the data reduction process. Results 
indicated that school beginners viewed learning in terms of 
procedural matters and classroom routines. While the children's focus 
on procedures seemed to limit their awareness of learning, it did 
appear to facilitate their attempt to give and receive scaffolding. 
There was little awareness of the self as learner, and learning as a 
concept was largely associated with the teacher. In their second 
year, children's perceptions of learning reflected changes in 
classroom dynamics and teaching styles and a greater awareness of 
learning content and strategies. The findings suggested that children 
look for patterns in school and construct scripts for school learning 
which reflect the changing dynamics of classrooms, and that peer 
interactions provide opportunities for developing relationships which 
support emergent forms of scaffolding, including me tacogni t ive 
assistance to peers. Results suggested that teaching practices need 
to support the construction of scripts for learning and not simply 
scripts for routines and procedures. (Contains 25 references.) 

(KDFB) 



****************** ***************************************************** 

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made ,c 

* from the original document. * 

****************** ******* ************************************ ********** 



o 

ERJC 



ED 406 032 



10 



>■ 



U 2?i _ DEPARTMENT Of EDUCATION 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement 

EDUCATIONAL^RESOURCES ^INFORMATION 

□ This document has been reproduced as 
received from the person or organization 
originating it 

^D^tnor changes have been made to improve 
xNre production quality. 



• Points of view or opinions stated m this docu- 
ment do not necessarily represent official 
OERI position or policy. 



\ 



SCRIPTS FOR LEARNING: 
REFLECTING DYNAMICS OF CLASSROOM LIFE 
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ABSTRACT 

This study focuses on children's acquisition of scripts for school 
learning. A longitudinal qualitative approach was adopted to study five 
year old children s first term in a new entrant classroom and their 
classroom experiences one year later. Children were observed in regular 
class activities. Informal and semi-structured interviews were conducted 
to elicit children's perceptions of learning tasks. School beginners 
viewed learning in terms of procedural matters and classroom routines. 
In their second year, children's perceptions of learning reflected changes 
in classroom dynamics and teaching styles and a greater awareness of 
learning content. Results suggest that teaching practices need to support 
the construction of scripts for learning and not simply scripts for routines 
and procedures. 



INTRODUCTION 

In New Zealand, children commence school on or near their fifth biithday. This continuous entry 
pohcy means that children enrol in classrooms in which more experienced learners are present. In 
s context, the process of how children adjust to school learning is likely to involve interactions 

ki!r^Kmi, e , d ? eer E Accordingly, it is likely that children's perceptions of school 
earning will reflect their incidental experiences with peers in addition to adult-structured learning 
expenences From this perspective, the focus of the present study addressed two questions: (1) 
b IZ d ?°ol b eginners P erceive *e role of school learner, and (2) how do dynamics of 

classroom life affect changing perceptions of school learning? 

w!? np ? raiy p 0gnmve pc rs ? ective s on learning which emphasise the social and situated nature of 
learning (e g., Forman, Minick & Stone, 1993; Rogoff, 1990) initially guided our decision to 
approach. Research in early childhood classrooms from anthropological and 
p^°? ?Q 1 E? er 5 )ectlve ? ( e -g- Klein, Kantor & Femie, 1988; Hatch, 1990; Tammivaara & 
nSwmi v indicates that, in order to understand children's early school experiences on their 
rtZS * important both to observe children in the natural classroom setting and to talk with 
them about their learning expenences. Several strands of cognitive research which related 
SWf* t0 1116 ^ ocus of the s tud y further supported our major methodological orientation In 
wnniH r? C tf e limitatl ° ns of earlier work emphasised the value of adopting procedures which 

ClaS!r “ m “ d emble " s “> <***• of young 

?“, nn f 19 80s, script theory was applied to the study of young children's social 

repetitive nflriirallv^r ^ the . c ° nce P t of scri P t referred to the schematic representations of 
repent ve culturally-defined social events acquired by young children. Fivush (1984) for 

Sc^f-stndfpTha^ 2 ^ 011118 -^- 1 ^ 6 !! rapicUy acquire scripts about routine events in classrooms. 

social conrext on cwfHrpn C - ntlC !t ed bec , a . use of . th ® ir tendenc y to ignore both the influence of the 
^?ii * ° n children s understanding and the contribution of individual participants to the 
development of social knowledge (Winegar, 1988). Winegar suggested that die concent of co- 
construcnon more accurately descnbed the contributions of environment and individuals to 
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understanding of social events. This criticism r.f . 

investigating children's perceptions of school leanrina C ° nCep - suggests the importance of 
develop instead of relying on interview merhrvt mg experiences m the context in which they 
found in studies of chiltenVS e of rfaT ‘ Tf' Supp °" for this *PP"»<* & 

Nelson & Seidman, 1984) which revJdbmffi ,■?> ”} £ ay se - ttings (e g " Goncu - 1987; 
regularities in children's P 4 are, - 

*7“ ° f de iT s whkh fcawre naprai 

metacognitive development which used interview methods hadT 8 < 'j 11 j dren - Earl y studies of 
deficient in their knowledge and control of thinkino found that y° u ng children were 

When a broader range of methodology was used to°investif^ ln8 proce ^. s .® s (Bjorklund, 1989). 
evidence of early use of metacognitive tvne hehavm est ! gate y° un g childrens metacognition, 
instance, identified indicator? o/young chSSdJe Js So? CuUen ( 199 D. ^ 

classroom settmgs. Pramling (1990), Allen (1993) and Cullen f\QQS\inr SCrateg ‘ es m everyday 
teaching interventions into early chiKK 22 inC0I P° rated metacognitive 

awareness of their own learning Addition to emnhLisincr t >! h p ? smv , e outcomes for children's 

early childhood classroom settmgs there stJdieTFlfus^h^wH? 6 of studying metacognition in 
conceptions of learning. illustrate how classroom experiences affect early 

other's learning activities is comnellinp rhp mprJ * • °^psers guiding and assisting each 

clear cut (Stone, l^ia^ are by no means 

effectiveness of peer tutoring clearly established (Tudge ’ 1992Wn th U vlste ’ 1992 \ nor 1S the 
peers contribute to the dynamics of classroom lifrKl. . )- ^ stud y> “ so far as 

new entrant children would be likely to reveal evidence nf nef 6 ^ *** de ^f lled observations of 
weeks at school. y evidence of peer guidance and support in their first 

Sl/reore StafwhiT» h s XTote^[ " S i ° '■¥* * 9»H*ive study in tire nature! 
learner's perspective Reviews of vounTrS lnformal lnt , erview methods to tap the 
Femie, 1988 ) Li perceptions of £Sg Kam ° r & 
limited but important comnlementarv mle in 1 have concluded that interviews can play a 

theoretical and methodological considerations ° f y °u“ ng chiIdren - In sum, 

of children's early perceptions of schooTlea^ing P “ ethnographic approach to the study 



METHODOLOGY 



Participants 



classroom catering for fi??yeS P old ’^w^nffant^f 118 * ? a ? icular culture , °ne new entrant (NE) 
children, four boys ^ Study ' Eight *»»« 

'SSSSk“£'l ni ° f Te '?’ 1 “dfout chUdAn cSuSuti s“hod‘ti£’"g 
Procedures 

^e™d, f sft?a?ed^ nJmreOf a< ? W3S ? e researchers ' shared theoretical interest in 

Imowledg^^f^e^ and wasOheti^hared 

perspective re tire 
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researchers met regularly to consult about procedures, data and interpretations. The dual 
researcher approach provided ongoing investigator and methodological triangulation (Cohen & 
Manion, 1980) throughout the study. 

During the children s first term at school (Term 2), each researcher observed two target children 
during the first half of the term and two target children during the second half of the term. The first 
set of four children was observed for an average 4.5 hours, the second set for an average 3.6 
hours. Observations were conducted in the morning when literacy-related activities were taken by 
the new entrant teacher. Researchers kept narrative records on each target child, alternating 
observations, one child before morning recess and one afterwards. They talked with children 
informally to elicit perceptions of learning tasks when this did not interrupt ongoing activities. 
Focused interviews were conducted with all children towards the end of the school term. Each 
child was observed for a further 1.5 hours (average) in the third term during the first part of the 
afternoon when thematic activities were taken by the senior teacher. The following year, the 
researchers visited the children in their junior classrooms (JC) towards the end of the year, talking 
informally with children and conducting structured interviews. The researchers observed in each 
of the two classrooms and recorded notes on routines and classroom activities in order to establish 
a shared picture of classroom life. 

Data analysis 

Each child s new entrant observations were coded sequentially to retain dynamics of classroom 
life. Coding categories were initially theoretically derived but modified in order to more accurately 
portray data. Examples of coding include: peer social interaction; scaffolding - giver, scaffolding 
receiver, response to demands, task-oriented - individual. Interviews were tape-recorded and 
transcribed and transcriptions were read and reread to establish themes. At each stage, the 
researchers discussed emergent concepts, theoretical interpretations and decisions about da ta 
reduction. The theoretical constructs of scripts, metacognition and peer scaffolding provided a 
theoretical framework for the data reduction processes. 

RESULTS 



The new entrant learner 

The observational data are presented elsewhere (Cullen & St George, 1995) and are not a major 
focus of this paper. The model of peer interactions developed by Cullen and St George (Figure 1) 
is presented here in order to establish a framework for the follow-up data. 



peer awareness 



social interactions 



pe er scaff olding 
. procedures incidental ^^curriculum 



Figure 1: Model of peer interactions 



In thetr first weeks at school, the new entrant children revealed a variety of peer-related 
behaviours, ranging from simple awareness of peers through to incidents of peer scaffolding, both 
as giver and receiver. Sequentially, the data revealed that children moved from simple awareness 
of peers as a source of information to accepting the role of receiver of peer scaffolding and, finally, 
to giver of scaffolding as less experienced peers joined the classroom (Cullen & St George, 1995)/ 

The rich peer life in the new entrant classroom, illustrated in Figure 1, operated primarily outside 
of the teacher-directed curriculum activities. There was a strong focus on socialisation in the 
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procedural focuslipp^ aspects of classroom life. While this 

children’s attempts both to give and receive scaffoTd^^orex^le?’ “ dld appear 10 facilitate 

stories , at th{ ? tables * the teacher sto P s 

In the following incident, scripted knowledge which reflertM rh* ^ , . 

was used by a peer to guide a new and inexperi^ncedTeSf ** teaCher ' S procedural instructions, 

Ch00S • Spare ' time activities from 

business but rubs out marks and starts rewriting her name ’ ° f y0Ur 

.heir incerview, indiccd 

the teacher as the following response indicates. ’ g concept was largely associated with 

school. 3S S he 5S^2S£^5J^SLS^^ she first started 

contributed to this anomaly fS 2<£: C ° nfuslon about ** conce P [ of learning may have 

™ Wa i a J kedab ° Ut What she leamed school, she responded ’to don't make a 

researcher about a Liing of heTsister a hfme "th^hSrS conv ™™™ with the 
of her role in helping a sibling tn W™ m ^ ’ h h , d mdicated a dear awareness 
behaviours such as fiddUnp ™fth hi ^ fre ^ uentl y engaged in procedural-like 
nibbing out g Uh her penCl1 case ’ returnin g objects to her bag and 

The junior class learner 

contrasting learnir^^envrionme^ts^to die Chlldren , moved the following year provided 
Classroom 1 ? aS l TOOm - k 0ur initial view was that 
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Interviews with the target chUdren iUustrated several developments in their perceptions of learning. 
First, in contrast to the new entrant interviews, the children now revealed a much greater 
awareness of peers in the learning process. The value of learning is also indicated. For example: 

N describes buddy reading, 'Like on reads, one listens, one reads, one listens then 
when you are an adult you can read stories to your children'. 

K, however, highlights the negative side of some peer interactions: 

'I help them do their work ... help put out the car mat. There are too much boys 
playing that game. A plausible reason for the teacher's focus on social cohesion is 
reflected in this example. 

A second feature wa s the extent to which children's descriptions of learning reflected the minutiae 
of classroom life. In the following example, a classroom activity is described in answer to a 
question about a car graph in K's scrapbook: 

We went to the carpark and we chose five different colours and we began to try and 
find out how much coloured cars they have and then we came back to the classroom 
and graphed the cars. Later in the conversation, K's awareness of the knowledge she 
had gained about graphs was revealed when she differentiated line graphs and bar 
graphs in the charts she had made. 

That ,' le , an ? iTlg ' w f s beginning to convey meaning is iUustrated in the following example in which J 
fOT a £eih b o°o U rs^denie fejrT ab ° Ut hedgehogs when he was showin g ^ 'hedgehog' he had made 

’I saw a hedgehog on the road. It was squashed cos they go out at night.' The next 
week when asked to recall the hedgehog experiment, he said firmly that he had 
learned nothing - 1 learned something about those ... how to make wheat grow' This 
™ a realimc assessment of the learning task - making a hedgehog out of wheat 
taught J nothing about hedgehogs and he was clearly aware of this. 

ChUdren's emergent concepts of self-as-leamer were now reflected in their descriptions of 
learning, as the foUowing descriptions of learning strategies indicate: 

• learn on your own, in my head 
read the words at the top 
ask someone you think might know 
a friend might help you think together 
you might need a dictionary 
you learn to be better and better 
you get to use it and then you know it 
sometimes we do hard ones and then we get to learn them, work them out 

self ‘ reguladon > knowledge of learning strategies and collaboration with peers all 
indicate emergent conceptions of learning as a dynamic concept rather than a static script. 

JC b !erlrc\? S ^°In rVi£W °l C u ildren ’ s Perceptions of school learning, as revealed by NE and 
ff ^ imensi °ns of the perceptions are grouped according to the three theoretical 
constructs of scripts, metacognition and peer scaffolding. 
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TABLE 1 



THEORET1CALDIMENSIONS b ^£CT^CHILDR£N'S statements 



K 



N 



Child 


Scripts 


Metacognition 


I Peer Scaffolding 


NE 


J she shows us what 
to do 


you have to copy 
off the top 


just the teacher 


JC 


we always read 
together 


practise writing 
concentrate 


they want help - to get 
on the menu 


NE 


it's writing 
she’s not a teacher 


leave a line 


no (re peers) 


JC 


how to make wheat 
grow 


look in the 
balloon (word 
chart) 


ask my next door 
neighbour 


NE 


I make a Cinderella 
book; we do it 


if you can’t read it 
put a line under 1 


H could show me; 
he's a good reader 


JC 


she gets hard ones 
(math cards) I learn 


a book on dogs - 
do they have I 

birthdays 


then they try if it’s k - 
I tell them 


NE 


I like doing learning 
- reading 


ask a teacher 
my mind helps 


they help me spell 
words 


JC 


to learn how to be an 
adult 


complicated - you 
need Oxford diet. 


I can spell it for them 


NE 


teacher does 
ABC cards 


I think 


they have to do then- 
own work 


JC 


we just decide it 
ourselves 

j 


you sound it out ; 

and it might be , 

right 


I ask them to help me 
and they do 
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TABLE 1 



THEORETICAL DIMENSIONS REFLECTED IN CHILDREN’S STATEMENTS 
ABOUT LEARNING (continued) 





Child 


Scripts 


Metacognition 


Peer Scaffolding 


D 


NE 


writing 

reading little books 


do a line 


teacher helped me 
I don't have friends 




JC 


go to reading boxes 
and we play school 


sound it out 


we each helped - it 
was T's idea 


M 


NE 


have to sit on the mat 


I don’t know how 
to do it 


I share my rubber 


s 


NE 


make trees and 
flowers, colour in 


teachers tells us 
what to write 


with the tricky ones 



In each dimension, there is a broad shift from reliance upon the teacher and routines to awareness 
of a more self-regulated approach to learning. 

The researchers’ summary notes on the children at the end of the NE year concluded that five of the 
eight original target children (K, A, N, T, D) were gradually adjusting to school learning. The 
following year, J, although still presenting signs of learning difficulties, was revealing a clearer 
understanding of the concept of learning and was better integrated in classroom life. M and S, 
who were still confused about school learning towards the end of the NE year, moved to other 
schools. 



CONCLUSIONS 

In the new entrant classroom, the teacher's focus on procedural aspects was reflected in children’s 
scaffolding attempts and views about scaffolding. Knowing ’what to do’ was important for these 
school beginners. In this regard, the teacher's emphasis on procedures and explicit directions 
apparendy facilitated children’s acquisition of scripts for classroom life. Their perception of 
learning as doing assigned classroom tasks and following procedures is consistent with Pramling's 
(1990) hierarchical model of conceptions of learning which identifies three levels as learning 'to 
do , to know’ and 'to understand’. In the NE classroom, teaching style did not assist children to 
move towards a conception of learning as knowing or understanding, although a recent study of 
metacognitive interventions with four year olds (Prince, 1994) indicates that this movement is 
possible with very young learners. The focus on routines and procedures is consistent with other 
qualitative accounts of classroom life (Marshall, 1990; Robson, 1993) which identify an 
orientation towards work rather than learning in some primary school classrooms. The continued 
focus on socialisation in the present study seems to be associated with an admissions policy which 
allowed children to commence school throughout the year rather than at a single entry point. 

The JC interviews revealed a greater awareness of learning as knowing or understanding. These 
perceptions reflected learning tasks and experiences both in classrooms and at home. Teaching 
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Resources and te achi ng P pmcti ces s u ppone " S f f COntent knowled ge such as graphs, 
consistent with the strategic knowledge^enorr^ 6 USe °- f met ^ > ? nmv . e strategies and this was 
awareness of peers as part of the classroom lif^ ^ lntenaews also indicated greater 

awareness in NE interviews given the m . ; ^ ar i ® r ’ we . had been sur P nsed a t the limited peer 
observational data. Although we Cannot e n ri rH vHi ^ h" C ^ towards P eers revealed in the 
JC differences, the fact that both JC learning * dl ? card a developmental explanation for the NE- 
collaborative learning does suggest there is a featur ed planned opportunities for 

acknowledge the value of peer asSce?f Sis is nor f° r h teachers l ° «««■« peer learning and 
learning. Activities such aVbuddy S^ing aS U a "h by chUdr ^ n as °f school 

Observations also indicated that in each classrrwn\hJ^ Vlde sucb contexts for shared learning, 
peer interactions, for example “Sowing ^how to save SCrVed aSa posidve stimu lus for 

Interview descriptions supported the researchers' nosiriv^ 0 ™ 6 ? ^ readlng computer stories, 
peer scaffolding researchers positive view of the computer as a stimulus for 

Theoretical propositions 

ma'reS^^^ 0f e “ ly le "" ins « contribute 

which reflect Ss Knpts for scho ° 1 learai "e ’ 

’ M ich support '?re” b K„TCf S f0 ' S'S. 1 * 5 ^ relationships with other 
assistance to peers PP S ‘ forms of ncaffoldrng. tncluding metacognitive 

Scripts for school learning - a revised model 

teHSSrf aa)uire s H i ?“ for “*«» Innrning in their 
emphasis on socialisation and the work onentation 0 offhe^ S liuaall y facilitated by the teacher's 
Ars procedural emphasis were also apparent in children's lirthS” ncept onS^, ‘“ ,a,ions of 

apparently yielded greater wtrenOTsd^ metacognitive development 

scnpts for learning which reflected their diverse turn *. ctuldre { 1 constructed more flexible 

When the teachef also focused^ ulcludin S with peers, 

incorporated into scripts involving peers 1 Children ’srifi g P? e J ex P e nences could also be 
reflected in script like description? of leLS tne responded t0 regularities and patterns 
agent in learning and of purposes KS t b “ cr f sed awareness of their own role as an 

multiple perspectives on learning which did no't confi^^Ih Cdg ® ^ t0 understand ) produced 
words, children began to constmct rheir ^ c P nform . to *e onginal script concept. In other 
understanding of learning. An implication oftWs^ m^Wfe C . SCX l ptS - m , terms of their emergent 
support the construction of scripts P for learning and nm J° T J eachers 1S L 11131 classroom life needs to 
^ c “ rdingly . teachers need to be aware of *e f ° r routines 311(1 Procedures. 

learning $ perceptions of teaming, paxticulariy their owtfroie in creating 1 c^ssrc^^rientations*© 

supponed' by 'the '^[a. 1i ^e prerent siudv P s°cc' I |'‘h °- f the co , conatnJ ction of social events is 
soaal understandings as children participate in cla^m life. t0 lghhght the fluid nature of *ese 
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